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Agenda 

• Lessons learned in communicating with data 
(30 minutes) 

• Data Storytelling Tools (10 minutes) 

• Roll-up-Your-Sleeves Exercise to Practice Data 
Storytelling (45 minutes) 



 Lessons Learned: 
Building Visualizations 



 Lesson # 1 
The type of chart you choose 

matters greatly. 



 

 
 

 

For example, be 
careful with the pie 
graph… 

It can be hard to 
distinguish between 
“slices” of a pie chart. 
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It’s easier for us to 
interpret the same 
information as bars. 

Helpful Links: 
Chart types: Choosing the right 
chart or map 

Financial Times’ guide to graph 
options 

A primer on table design 

When to use pie charts 
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https://datavizproject.com/
https://datavizproject.com/
http://ft.com/vocabulary
http://ft.com/vocabulary
https://blog.datawrapper.de/guide-what-to-consider-when-creating-tables/
http://academy.datawrapper.de/article/127-what-to-consider-when-creating-a-pie-chart
https://VELIR.COM


 

  

 

  

  
  

 
 

Speaking of choices, 
the colors you choose 
for visualizations also 
make a difference. 

Helpful Links: 

Datawrapper: How to pick more 
beautiful colors 

Datawrapper: What to consider 
when choosing colors for data 
viz 

Nightingale: Your brand colors 
don’t work for data viz 
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https://blog.datawrapper.de/beautifulcolors/
https://blog.datawrapper.de/beautifulcolors/
https://blog.datawrapper.de/colors/
https://blog.datawrapper.de/colors/
https://blog.datawrapper.de/colors/
https://medium.com/nightingale/how-to-create-brand-colors-for-data-visualization-style-guidelines-dbd69c586dd9
https://medium.com/nightingale/how-to-create-brand-colors-for-data-visualization-style-guidelines-dbd69c586dd9
https://VELIR.COM


 
    

Lesson # 2 
When creating a chart, simplify, simplify – 

and then simplify some more… 



 

  
  

 

Any ideas what we 
can do to simplify this 
chart? 
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The simplest chart 
I’ve seen… 

No bells and whistles 
(or for that matter, 
words), but it gets 
the point across. 
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 Lessons Learned: 
Data Storytelling 



 
   

Lesson # 3 
Leverage Other Display Formats 

Besides Dashboards 



 

  
  

COVID-19 has made 
all of us very familiar 
with viewing data 
through dashboards. 
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https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/map.html
https://VELIR.COM


 

 
  

With dashboards, it’s 
all about the graphs. 
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Given the pervasiveness of COVID-19, we all 
quickly became familiar with its data terminology. 

So dashboards work fine for 
communicating about COVID. 



 
 

Dashboards, however, don’t typically leave 
much room for context and explanation. 



   
   

  
 

In most instances, audiences you need to reach may 
not be acquainted with the data, so you need to 

explain what you’re sharing. 

Which means dashboards may not be 
the best format in many instances. 



  There is another display format to consider: 

Data Stories 



 
  

Fact Sheet Handout Slideshow Infographic 

How Can We Display Data? 
There are numerous data storytelling formats… 

https://web.archive.org/web/20171012045720/http:/asthmastoryca.org/
https://infogram.com/1pgdkpnnpr20l7t9g9917mm3pduw772jld3
https://nyhealthfoundation.org/resource/food-insecurity-in-rural-suburban-and-urban-new-york-2022/


 
  

List Persuasive Narrative Q&A 

How Else Can We Display Data? 
There are numerous data storytelling formats… 

https://www.dataspeakslouder.com/healthcare/
https://infogram.com/imperial-fact-sheet-v2-1h8j4xzv0v3r2mv
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2017/12/15/year-in-review-2017-in-12-charts


 
 

 

Lesson # 4 
Appeal to both the heart 

and the head. 



   

“Numbers are a poor substitute for the 
richness and color of the real world.” 

- Mathematician Hannah Fry, The New Yorker, March 22, 2021 
What Data Can’t Do 

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2021/03/29/what-data-cant-do


  
 

Why even bother with data stories? 
Doesn’t a graph or a map suffice? 



  
 

   

Why even bother with data stories? 
Doesn’t a graph or a map suffice? 

Because our brains are wired for stories. 



 

 
 

Poignant quotes and 
personal stories to 
draw the reader in. 

Example 
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https://infogram.com/long-beach-fact-sheet-2-1hnq41pnqp8d43z?live
http://workshift.us/numbers/
https://infogram.com/long-beach-fact-sheet-2-1hnq41pnqp8d43z?live
https://VELIR.COM


 

 
Introduce individuals 
to help you narrate 
your data findings. 
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https://infogram.com/1p7vedn115exe9uzgmm2rjeme5un0y6v1k3?live
https://VELIR.COM


 Lessons Learned: 
Process Matters 



 
  

Lesson # 5 
Always talk to your end-users 



 

 
 

  
 

 

Talking to your 
constituents – early 
and often – is the 
best way to ensure 
that you build data 
tools that are useful 
and used. 

Example 
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http://www.kidsdata.org/export/pdf?cat=2
http://workshift.us/numbers/
http://www.kidsdata.org/export/pdf?cat=2
https://VELIR.COM


   
Lesson #6 

Don’t start with the complete story. 





 Lessons Learned: 
Make Data Relatable 



 
   

 

Lesson # 7 
Be careful with large numbers. They 

can be abstractions. 



  
    
   

    

    

“Our cognitive and perceptual systems seem to be 
designed to sensitize us to small changes in our 

environment, possibly at the expense of making us 
less able to detect and respond to large changes.” 

- Paul Slovic, cognitive psychologist at the U. of Oregon 



 

  
 

Non-digital 
representations of 
large numbers can be 
equally effective, too. 
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It’s hard for humans 
to appreciate 
numbers that are 
larger than what we 
experience in our 
day-to-day lives. 
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http://workshift.us/numbers/
http://graphics.wsj.com/lottery-odds/
https://VELIR.COM


 

 To make large 
numbers relatable, 
you can compare data 
to known objects. 

Lesson # 7 
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http://workshift.us/numbers/
https://graphics.reuters.com/CLIMATECHANGE-GREENLAND-SEALEVELS/010080F60WR/index.html
https://VELIR.COM


 

 To make large 
numbers relatable, 
you can compare data 
to known objects. 

Lesson # 7 
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http://workshift.us/numbers/
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2022/04/07/magazine/jeff-bezos-net-worth.html
https://VELIR.COM


 
  

  

Lesson # 8 
Finally, let’s not forget 

to make data fun… 



 

 
 

 
 

 

Create intellectual 
exercises from data, 
in order to engage 
your users and 
encourage them to 
share what they’re 
learning. 

Example 
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https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2017/04/14/upshot/drug-overdose-epidemic-you-draw-it.html
http://workshift.us/numbers/
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2017/04/14/upshot/drug-overdose-epidemic-you-draw-it.html
https://VELIR.COM


Data Tools 



  
 

  

 

 

 

 

Free Tools you can use to create maps, 
graphs, and stories 

(in addition to Excel, Google Sheets, PowerBI or 
Tableau): 

Infogram (see tutorial) 

Datawrapper (see tutorial) 

Flourish (see tutorial) 

https://infogram.com/
https://support.infogram.com/hc/en-us/articles/203063586-Video-tutorial-Get-started-with-Infogram-
https://www.datawrapper.de/
https://academy.datawrapper.de/
https://flourish.studio/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cN1Q9MusZbc


  Practice Building a 
Data Story 



Now it’s your turn… 



  

 
 

We’ll break into groups to think through 
a data story. 

We’ll supply the data. 
You’ll come up with the story. 



  

   
 

Your Group’s Goal 

• Choose an audience/action 

• Determine ways to visualize data 

• Consider the content to include in a 
data story and a presentation format 



  

 
  

 

    

  
 

      
   

 

   

Questions to Discuss: 

• For which of the above measures are the data most compelling? That is, 
what do you think is most important to share with others (choose one or 
two measures)? 

• Audience: What specific audience do you most need to reach with these data? 

• Action: What do you need that audience to do with the information you’re 
presenting? 

• What kinds of graphs or maps would you use to summarize these data? In other 
words, how would you visualize the data you want to share? 

• How would you bolster these data with a story? 

• What format would work best for presenting this content to your audience? 



  
   

     
 

    

  
 

      
   

 

   

Questions to Discuss: 
• For which of the above measures are the data most compelling? That is, what 

do you think is most important to share with others (choose one or two 
measures)? 
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• What format would work best for presenting this content to your audience? 
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Questions to Discuss: 

• For which of the above measures are the data most compelling? That is, what 
do you think is most important to share with others (choose one or two 
measures)? 

• Audience: What specific audience do you most need to reach with these data? 

• Action: What do you need that audience to do with the information you’re 
presenting? 

• What kinds of graphs or maps would you use to summarize these data? In other 
words, how would you visualize the data you want to share? 
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Questions to Discuss: 
• For which of the above measures are the data most compelling? That is, what 

do you think is most important to share with others (choose one or two 
measures)? 

• Audience: What specific audience do you most need to reach with these data? 

• Action: What do you need that audience to do with the information you’re 
presenting? 

• What kinds of graphs or maps would you use to summarize these data? In other 
words, how would you visualize the data you want to share? 

• How would you bolster these data with a story? 

• What format would work best for presenting this content to your 
audience? 



 Data Story Report Out 



 Let’s see what you came up with… 



 

Thank you. 

andy@hillcrestadvisory.com 
(if you have a question) 

www.hillcrestadvisory.com 
(more resources) 

www.hillcrestadvisory.com
mailto:andy@hillcrestadvisory.com
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